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Struggling to order diversity: the variegated classifications of Greek dialects before 
the rise of modern linguistics 
From Antiquity up to the end of the eighteenth century, the Ancient Greek dialects 
received extensive attention from erudite scholars, each in varying contexts and with 
different purposes. Contrary to modern Ancient Greek dialectology, in which one major 
classification into Aeolic, Arcado-Cypriot, Attic-Ionic, West Greek (Doric & Northwest 
Greek), and Pamphylian is widely accepted (cf. Colvin 2010 and Finkelberg 2014), 
theorizing on this topic before 1800 is characterized by a relatively large number of 
prominent divisions. While even in Antiquity and the Byzantine era there was some 
variation, this especially holds for the Early Modern period (ca. 1500-1800), in which 
scholars proposed classifications in accordance with their own theories, activities, 
(underlying) assumptions, and/or conceptualizations of the Ancient Greek world. 
First and foremost, the present paper will explore several of the most widespread Early 
Modern classifications, so as to arrive at a typology of these dialect divisions. Next, the 
classificatory principles used in the scholars’ struggle to order Greek linguistic diversity 
will be analyzed, characterized, and contextualized. These are, almost as a rule, of a 
non-linguistic nature and show how the study of the Ancient Greek dialects was 
culturally embedded in various ways before the rise of ‘modern’ Ancient Greek 
dialectology (generally linked up with the pioneering work of Heinrich Ludolf Ahrens 
1839-1843; cf. e.g. Finkelberg 2014). In Humanist philological education, for example, 
dialects were often divided into two major subgroups: those with a literary canon and 
those lacking such a canon (this principle was widespread from Antesignanus 1554 
onwards). To conclude, the present contribution also aims at stressing the Early Modern 
opposition between the firmly canonical status of the Ancient Greek dialects and the 
chaos of the vernacular Greek dialects, which sometimes seem to be presented as barely 
classifiable. 
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